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Starting Over

Two girls in Sri Lanka walk past the rubble that was once their school. It was destroyed in the 
tsunami (soo-NAH-mee), or series of huge waves, that hit South Asia in December of 2005.  

AFP/Getty Images

The tsunami destroyed thousands of buildings, including homes, stores, and schools. 
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The tsunami destroyed thousands of buildings, 
including homes, stores, and schools. 

Since then, temporary schools have been set up in 
buildings that are still standing and in tents. The 
girls, along with thousands of other students, can 
now return to school.

"The opening of these schools is a powerful sign for 
people that life can begin again," said Carol Bellamy, 
the director of UNICEF - a group that helps children 
in need. UNICEF and other groups have donated 
thousands of tents and school supplies to countries 
affected by the tsunami.

Overcoming Disaster
A tsunami is usually caused by an underwater earthquake or volcanic eruption. The recent 
tsunami smashed against the coasts of 12 countries in South Asia and East Africa. Tens of 
thousands of people were killed. Millions of others were left homeless.
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This map shows the countries in South Asia and 
East Africa where the tsunami hit. They are 

shown in yellow. 

Since the disaster, the world has reached out to help 
people rebuild their lives. Officials predict that it 
could take up to 10 years to help the region recover 
from the tsunami.

Returning to school is helping students focus on 
rebuilding their lives. "When a school opens in a 
disaster zone, everyone feels a sense of hope," said 
Bellamy.

Think About It
What are some other ways that schools can rebuild?
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Starting Over - Compare & Contrast Questions

Name: ___________________________________ Date: _______________

1. According to the map, the earthquake epicenter was in

A. Indonesia.

B. Malaysia.

C. Thailand.

D. India.

2. One difference in life before and after the tsunami is

A. before the tsunami all the buildings were destroyed.

B. after the tsunami schools were permanently canceled.

C. after the tsunami people everywhere helped rebuild Sri Lanka.

D. before the tsunami there were no schools, stores or other buildings.

3. In the first sentence of the passage, "rubble" means

A. flooded waters in a city or town.

B. the remains of destroyed buildings.

C. a new building or building structure.

D. a playground or other recreational spot.

4. ___________ some schools were using tents for classrooms.

A. Before the tsunami

B. After the tsunami

C. Before and after the tsunami

D. None of the above

5. Compare your school to a school in Sri Lanka. How is it different? How is it the 

same?
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The Secret of Cell Phones

The Secret of Cell Phones
by R. Howard

Maria was very excited: her parents were finally going to buy her a cell phone. Most of her 
friends had already been given a cell phone and were able to talk all the time, even when they 
weren't in school. Their parents mostly got them for "emergencies." All of Maria's friends were 
very careful with their phones and didn't like to let other people (even Maria) play games or 
send text messages on their personal phones. Maria's parents relied on Maria's friends if they 
needed to get in touch with Maria and to make sure she got home all right after school if they 
were still at work.

Maria and her parents went to the electronics store one Saturday to pick out the phone. There 
were so many options to choose from: phones that flipped open, big chunky ones that looked 
very old, rectangular phones with touch screens, square phones with buttons, heavy phones 

ReadWorks.org · © 2013 ReadWorks®, Inc. All rights reserved.



The Secret of Cell Phones

that had touch screens and buttons. Maria picked out one of the rectangular touch screen 
phones and immediately began to play with it, wondering at how it all worked, sliding her 
thumb from side to side to lock it.

When she got home, she immediately called her best friend Jennifer. "I got the phone!" she 
said. "What's your cell phone number?"

After inputting the number into the contacts list, Maria sent Jennifer a text message: "Look 
now we can text." It took a few moments for the message to go through. Once it did, and the 
two girls started talking via text message, Maria began to think about what was happening. 
How did the words that she typed into the keypad on her phone show up in the same exact 
way on Jennifer's phone? Jennifer lived almost five whole miles from Maria (they had counted 
the exact distance one summer). How did the words travel so far and so quickly?

Once Maria thought of these questions, so many others popped up in her head. For example, 
Maria's mom sent so many emails to Maria's grandmother, who lived in Florida. Mom 
attached pictures of Maria to most of the emails she sent to Grandma, since Maria didn't get 
to see Grandma very often. There was so much to think about with the pictures! First, how did 
the pictures get onto the computer from the camera in the first place? Second, how were the 
pictures able to be attached to the email? Lastly, how did each picture-with all the parts of 
Maria and whatever background Maria was standing in front of-go from the New York email 
to the Florida email? Maria knew all about using the different USB ports and clicking the right 
buttons to attach pictures, but now she wondered about how the data was actually sent from 
the camera to the computer to the email, and then from Mom's email to Grandma's email.

Maria decided to ask her parents about it later. It was all very confusing, especially when 
Maria thought back to the time period she was learning about in school, the late 1700s, when 
America was becoming the United States. For example, if the settlers had cell phones and 
computers and GPS, Paul Revere would not have needed to go horseback riding all over the 
colonies telling people that the British were coming. He could have just called someone in 
Boston to let him know what was going on.

Then Maria thought about making phone calls. When she was little, she and her cousins had 
made "telephones" out of empty tin cans and string. The vibrations of their voices had carried 
through the cans and onto the string so that the other person could hear the words from the 
other end of the line. But cell phones and telephones did not have any string attached to them
-and you could call people hundreds of miles away and hear them perfectly. She called her 
cousins in Mexico all the time! How did they hear the words she said in New York if their 
phones weren't connected? Sometimes she had to leave voice messages for her cousins, if 
they weren't able to come to the phone. That was also a strange thing: how did the words she 
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said in one moment into a voice mailbox get saved until her cousins were ready to listen?

Maria knew that telephones and cell phones and computers were considered "high tech 
devices" that you had to buy in special stores. But how did they do what they did? How did 
they convert the words she said and the pictures her mom sent (Maria knew this stuff was 
called data) into the appropriate form that they were supposed to be in?

This was definitely something to ask her dad. In the meantime, Maria decided to send 
Jennifer a funny picture of herself and her dog Spotty.
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The Secret of Cell Phones - Comprehension Questions

Name: ___________________________________ Date: _______________

1. What do Maria's parents buy her?

A. a cell phone

B. a computer

C. a camera

D. tin cans and string

2. What does the author describe in the story?

A. how the main character uses text messaging on her cell phone to deal with an 
emergency at school

B. how getting a cell phone changes the way the main character feels about her 
grandmother

C. how one computer is able to send words and pictures to another computer far away

D. how the main character gets a cell phone and then asks herself a series of questions 

3. Maria has questions about how phones, email, and computers work.

What sentences from the passage support this statement?

A. "Maria was very excited: her parents were finally going to buy her a cell phone. Most 
of her friends had already been given a cell phone and were able to talk all the time, 
even when they weren't in school."

B. "Maria knew that telephones and cell phones and computers were considered 'high 
tech devices' that you had to buy in special stores. But how did they do what they did?"

C. "Then Maria thought about making phone calls. When she was little, she and her 
cousins had made 'telephones' out of empty tin cans and string."

D. "After inputting the number into the contacts list, Maria sent Jennifer a text message: 
'Look now we can text.' It took a few moments for the message to go through."
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The Secret of Cell Phones - Comprehension Questions

4. What can be concluded about the string telephones Maria used when she was little 

and the phones without string she uses to call her cousins in Mexico? 

A. The string telephones and the phones Maria uses to call her cousins in Mexico work 
are made out of the same materials. 

B. Both the string telephones and the phones Maria uses to call her cousins in Mexico 
can be used to send text messages.

C. The string telephones and the phones Maria uses to call her cousins in Mexico work 
for different reasons.

D. Maria likes using string telephones more than she likes using the phones without 
string to call her cousins in Mexico.

5. What is this passage mainly about?

A. a girl who asks herself questions about how phones, email, and computers work

B. a girl who gets a cell phone and likes sending text messages more than calling people 
with it

C. a computer that a family uses to send each other pictures because not all of them live 
in the same place

D. a computer that could have helped Paul Revere warn colonists about the British if it 
been around in the 1700s

6. Read the following sentences: "Then Maria thought about making phone calls. When 

she was little, she and her cousins had made 'telephones' out of empty tin cans and 

string."

Why does the author put the word 'telephones' in quotation marks?

A. to tell the reader that Maria is saying the word out loud to herself

B. to let the reader know that the string telephones were not real telephones

C. to convince the reader that telephones made out of tin cans and string are better than 
other telephones

D. to show the reader how important the string telephones were to Maria as a child
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The Secret of Cell Phones - Comprehension Questions

7. Choose the answer that best completes the sentence below.

Maria asks questions about different "high tech devices," _______ cell phones and 

computers.  

A. such as

B. finally

C. instead

D. in the end

8. What does Maria's mom often send to Maria's grandmother?

9. Name at least two different ways that Maria communicates with Jennifer in the story.
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The Secret of Cell Phones - Comprehension Questions

10. "The Secret of Cell Phones" describes various devices that Maria and her family use 

to communicate. Do Maria and her family need to use as many different devices as they 

do? Explain why or why not, using evidence from the passage. 
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